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Contemporary Issues on the
Mekong River

Photo credit: National Geographic

Shana Udvardy

Director, Flood Management Policy

 Communicating
climate change
 Mississippi River
flooding & lessons
learned
 Room for the river &
nonstructural
solutions
 Dam impacts &
alternatives
 River Basin
management
 Ecosystem valuation
 Ag, flooding & biotech

The Mississippi River
 4th Longest river
 6, 227 km long 17, 704
m3/s
 10 states

The Mekong River
 12th Longest
 4,900 km long
 10, 314 m3/s
 Shared by 6 Countries
(China, Myanmar, Lao
PDR, Thailand,
Cambodia, and Viet
Nam)
 2nd most diverse river
basin)
USGS Forecast Mekong

Mekong’s Seasonal flooding
80 – 90 % of river’s flow occurs June – Nov.

WWF River Giants

Climate Change
2030 Projections:

Increase in mean
temperature across the
basin of 0.79°C
Precipitation
increase across the
basin ~200mm or
13%, could be
higher.

UNESCO 2002, MRC July 2010

2011 Worst Flood Season on lower
Mekong River since 2000
NASA Earth Observatory

November
November
12, 1,
2008
2011

Flooding & Loss of Natural Buffer Capacity

"Floods are acts of God, but flood losses are largely acts of man.”
- Gilbert F. White, 1945

Mekong River Delta & Sea Level Rise

IPCC, 2007, UNESCO, MRC



20,000 km2 submerged in 10 years



9 “Dragons”, 18 smaller flood
sluices



10,000 km of major canals



Land subsidence, erosion,



Biotech push

Urban Development & Planning
Boeung Kak Lake, Phnom Penh, Camboida – Before and After

Mainstem Dams

Map by Nature.com

Tributary Dams
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Freshwater fisheries on the decline

Critically Endangered Species:
the Irrawaddy dolphin
 WWF 2011 survey

 Irrawaddy dolphin
population in the Mekong
River = 85
 Calf survival very low
 small population continues
to decline and continues to
be at high risk of extinction.

Some alternatives
Well run hydro

Hydrokinetic
energy
Payment for
Ecosystem Services

The Mekong River Commission (MRC)
•

Since 1950’s, promotion of
hydropower development

•

An intergovernmental organization 4 of 6 countries (missing China and
Myanmar)

•

1995 Mekong agreement: work
together to reduce and mitigate risks

•

Basin-wide data gathering

•

No regulatory authority or public
accountability

MRC: Actions Needed
• Peer reviewed data to ensure checks
and balances
• Transparency to public

• Clear timeline & benchmarks
• True stakeholder involvement
• Accountability to public – meetings
w/public comment
• Oct. 2010 MRC Strategic Env’l
Assessment (SEA) on mainstem dams
• Defer decisions on mainstem for 10
years until studies can inform actions.

Future Policy
Recommendations
• A regional 10 yr moratorium on mainstem
dams to allow for study on mainstem &
tributary dams
• Basinwide investment in and development
of renewable energy
• United Nations – flood risk task force
• A SE Asia Flood Risk Directive to establish
a multinational flood management plan

Thank you!
Ah Kunn!
Cam on!
Culp Jai!
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